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putting into force the arrangements agreed on between himself
and Haig to meet the crisis.
The Germans also relied on a new form of tactics to effect
that break through the fortified front which, for three years,
had eluded both the Allies and themselves. This new recipe
for victory, which had been evolved from their experiences
under the very different conditions of the Eastern front, com-
prised a brief surprise preliminary bombardment of a few hours
only, designed to neutralise rather than destroy the hostile
defences, and a swift penetration by small highly mobile detach-
ments, all pushing forward as and where they could inde-
pendently of each other, followed by stronger reserves, the
mission of which was to exploit to the full every gain of ground
made, regardless of check or repulse elsewhere. By this return
to the forgotten principles of secrecy, surprise, and mobility,
Ludendorff hoped rapidly to swamp out of existence the whole
wide belt of British front to be assailed, and to snatch a decisive
victory in the few short weeks before the balance of forces
swung irrevocably against the Central Powers,
The British dispositions to meet the impending blow were,
perhaps inevitably, such as considerably to increase its chances
of success. Haig considered that as the right wing of the B.E.F.
had more room for manoeuvre and retreat, whereas a very short
hostile advance against its left would place it in a critical position
with its back to the sea, the bulk of its reserves must be held in
the north and reliance be placed on French help to prevent
a hostile break-through in the south. This was a considerable
risk to take, for the forward defences there were weak and ill-
built ; there were no rear lines, and no labour was available
to dig any. Moreover, the new German system of elastic
defence had been adopted in an emasculated form, with the
grave defect that the counter-attack forces, without the inter-
vention of which the network of isolated posts in the forward
zone was little more than a large death-trap for their garrisons,
could not be furnished because of the shortage of reserves.
From all these circumstances it was almost inevitable that the
great battle which opened on March 2ist, 1918, should begin
with a startling success for the Germans. The real question
was whether they could drive that success so far and so fast
as to force a decision—and in this they failed.
This great attack, which burst all along the fifty mile front
from the Oise to south-east of Arras, was carried out by seventy-
four enemy divisions, supported by some 4,000 field and 2,500
heavy guns, against thirty British divisions, the main mass of
forty-three divisions falling on the fourteen of Cough's Fifth
Army on the front from the Oise to Cambrai. This long thin

